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The Bayeux Tapestry
The Bayeux Tapestry is a massive, 70 meters by 20 cm (about 230 feet by 20 inches), piece of embroidered cloth that depicts a period of history in England from the events of King Edward's reign to the period of the Norman Invasion and finally ending with the battle of Hastings and some of its after effects. The tapestry was commissioned by Odo the Bishop of Bayeux, the half-brother of William of Normandy (The Conqueror), but was produced in Brittan not Bayeux, France. The Tapestry itself is not in fact a tapestry at all as the embroidery which was used to create it voids that term but it serves the same general purpose as a tapestry of the period in that it decorated the walls of large building and told an important story.
In modern times the tapestry serves as a detailed window into the past and gives understanding to an otherwise less known period of British history. However in the period in which it was created it served not only as beautiful room decoration but also as proof of the legitimacy of the reign of William the Conqueror. While it is believed that the tapestry is mostly accurate, it is still safe to assume that some liberties were taken by its creator as he was the halfbrother of William and a member of the Norman house himself. That being said the tapestry is still considered to be one of the most important pieces of not only British history but European history as well.
"There is no other example, I think, of a record contemporary or nearly contemporary of an event so remote in the story of Christendom, detailed upon so considerable a scale and relating to a matter of such moment." (The book of the Bayeux tapestry, page 10, Belloc, Hilaire) It is believed that the original home of the tapestry was Bayeux cathedral after its completion in Brittan by Oda, bishop of Bayeux. While documentation is sparse, the documents that do exists state that during it's time in the cathedral it served as a sort of event decoration and was pulled out for feasts and special performances by the choir. During this period there were several pieces of the tapestry that were separated from the rest and used more rarely then the majority of the tapestry. It is believed by some that it is in this time that the missing parts of the tapestry became lost when it was moved from the cathedral. Although it is not known for sure when the tapestry was moved, it is claimed in several documents of the time that it was moved when the Bayeux cathedral was raided by Calvinists in 1562. Something unique about the Bayeux tapestry is its embroidery. As mentioned before, the Bayeux tapestry is not a true tapestry. The reason for that is simple, In order to be a true tapestry the designs and art must be woven into the cloth directly. The Bayeux tapestry however was not woven as was common at the time but instead the art was sewn together and then stitched onto the cloth as a sort of over patch. In this way the tapestry was meticulously created as patches over the main cloth. When the tapestry is examined closely the separation between the tapestry itself and the patched on pieces of artwork become much more apparent.
The artwork of the tapestry is separated into segments which follow a linear history of the Norman Conquest. It starts with the reign of King Edward and details his rule in a series of pictures and works of art that depict everyday life of the time. After the tapestry goes on with the This however did not stop his rivals from attempting to seize power and Godwinson putt down many lesser claimants to the throne before marching north to York and defeating Harald
Hardrada of Norway at the battle of Stamford Bridge. After his victory over the powerful Harald Hardrada, Godwinson marched south to face the invading Norman forces. The exact size of the Norman army is unknown and the chronicles of the time offer numbers that vary from 14,000 all the way to 150,000. While these accounts are seemingly unreliable, modern historians suggest more moderate numbers varying from 7,000 to 10,000 men, including around 2,000 cavalry. The number of forces under Godwinson's command is also unknown but the numbers range from 7,000 to 13,000 men. In an attempt to lessen the political fallout of an invasion of the Christian
England it is speculated that William asked for and gained the approval of the current pope. This however is only speculation and the true likeness of the missing segments may never be known.
The significance of the Bayeux tapestry is quite apparent in modern times as a tourist attraction. The actual tapestry in France has always served as an attraction for medieval historians, as has the more recent recreation in the Reading Museum in England. While they function quite effectively as tourist attractions the primary significance of the tapestry is that so little documentation survives about the invasion other than those which refer to or are related to the tapestry. It is also uncommon for events such as this to be chronicled in the way of tapestry unless by a bishop unless they possessed some religious significance. That makes the tapestry unusual because it was created by a bishop and for a church but hold little to no religious relevance of any kind. There is also the fact that chronicles of the time more often than not, subject to manipulation by the winning side so that they could be used as propaganda for their cause or simply to make their cause seem as though it was justified in the eyes of god. The
Bayeux tapestry stands out because it is widely considered to be accurate and manipulated.
For such a massive piece of history to be unaltered and so weakly biased is not only rare but almost non-existent. Because of the accuracy of the tapestry and the records surrounding it, historians have been able to look back into the lives of the period and see what the events were like from the perspective of the people that created the tapestry without it being clouded by to much political bias.
"Though some historians have stated that the tapestry is nothing more than Norman propaganda -somehow excusing William's right to invade and conquer England -some parts of it are less than pro-Norman as one section shows a mother and child being forced out of the burning home (set alight by Norman soldiers) as While tapestry primarily serves as a historical reference point for scholars to look back on, I feel as though it also serves as window into the history of art in the period and allows people to see the progression of art. While the tapestry is an amazing piece of both art and history, it is hard to compare the tapestry's embroidery to the paintings and sculptures of the renaissance age. The art in the tapestry is flat and not well defined and as such is less impressive then works that came along in later years, but it is also more detailed and more colorful then art that came before it such as the primitive artwork of pre-roman Britain.
Because the Bayeux tapestry is both art and record, its significance is bolstered even more, as it serves many purposes. The art of the tapestry allows modern art historians and artists to see how art in Europe developed and progressed. The artwork depicts the daily lives of the people of the early medieval age, which gives insight into the lives of the court and the peasantry of that period which would otherwise be lost. It gives a window into battle tactics of the time as the tapestry goes into great detail on the battle of Hastings and several smaller skirmishes previous to it. And most of all it gives a though understanding of them all in one, a cultural window into a period of history that is so often shrouded in mystery or simply lost to the ravages of time or the devastation of war. The sheer scope of the tapestry's uses make it apparent that it is one of the greatest pieces of British history that exists today. 
